
. WASHINGTON - A divided panel of federal ar- 
bitrators ruled Tuesday that the government must 
pay $16 million to the family of the late Abraham 
Zapruder for seizing the original film he shot of the 
assassination of President Kennedy. - 

The price is the highest amount ever paid for an 
historic American artifact. 

Arlin M. Adams, a retired federal appellate 
judge and former independent counsel, and Ken- 
neth Feinberg, a Washington lawyer, chose a fig- 
ure halfway between the $30 milhon sought by the 
family and the $1 million price tag the govenmnent_ 



;The government must pay Abraham Zapru- 
der’s family $16 million for the film he took of 
JFK’s assassination; a federal panel decided. 

placed on the 26-second film. : , 

Walter Dellinger, a Washington lawyer and 
Duke University law professor, disagreed with the 
other two panel members, saying m a dissenting 
opinion that the film is worth no more than $5 mil- 
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Zapruder: Value of film’s content was key issue 
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lion. 

David Ogden, acting assistant attorney gen- 
eral for civil cases, said the arbitration panel's 
decision “ensures that this evidence of one of 
the most tragic events in American history 
will be protected for scholarly and research 
uses.” _ ' _ \ ; A-.'.. 

Zapruder, a Russian-born clothing manufac- 
turer, recorded the JFK motorcade on 8 mm 
film with his new Bell & Howell camera as the 
presidential procession rolled along Elm 
Street in downtown Dallas on Nov. 22, 1963. 

’ Zapruder sold the film for $150,000 to Time- 
Life Inc., which published frames of it in Life 
and Time magazines. The publishing firm re- 
turned the film to the family for $1 after Za- 
pruder’s death in 1970. The film has been 
stored in a 25-degree room at the National Ar- 
chives in College Park, Md., since 1978. ' 

. The family and the government agreed to 
submit the case to- arbitration last year after 
the Assassination Records Review Board, set 
up by a 1992 act of Congress, declared the film 
the possession of the U.S. government. 

In justifying its asking price, the Zapruder 
family compared the film footage to rare col- 
lectibles, such as da Vinci manuscripts, paint- 
ings by Andy Warhol or Picasso, or even Mark 
McGwire’s 70th home run ball. 

“Simply stated, the Zapruder film is one of a . 
kind,” Adams and Feinberg wrote. ‘There are 
no comparisons.” 

; The two jurists spent much of their 12-page 
brief rebutting arguments Dellinger offered in 
a separate seven-page opinion. 

Dellinger argued that the powerful content 
of-the film - Kennedy being shot, his wife cra- 



dling him- and then crawling across the back of 
the limousine - should not be considered in as- 
sessing the film’s value because those images ■ 
are widely available through copies. , 

The absence of a collectors’ market for his- 
torical film footage, Dellinger said, shows that 
the Zapruder film has a moire limited value 
than works of art that have sold for tens of 
millions of dollars. - - . 

“L believe that the award , of $16 million is 
simply too large an amount in light of the evi- 
dence in the record,” Dellinger wrote. 

Adams and Feinberg, though, rebuked Del- 
linger for ignoring testimony during a two-day 
hearing in May from two renowned auction- 
eers who said the Zapruder film would fetch at 
least $25 million - and possibly two or three 
times that much - if sold by bid. 

Adams and Feinberg said the content of the 
film, as the most famous recording of the JFK 
assassination, is central to its value. Its emo- 
tional power has increased with time, they 
said, and a burgeoning auction market has in- 
creased the value of all collectibles. 

And the jurists said items tied to Kennedy 
have been appreciating at an especially rapid 
rate, “apparently based on the emotional sig- 
nificance associated with President Kennedy.” 
U.S. District Judge John Tunheim of Minne- 
apolis headed the congressionally, mandated 
Assassination Records Review Board, which 
seized the film from the Zapruder family. The 
Fifth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution re- 
quires the government to provide “just com- 
pensation” for any private property it takes. 

After reading both the majority and dissent- 
ing opinions, Tunheim said he agreed with 
Bellinger that Adams and Feinberg had 



placed too large a value on the Zapruder film. 

“The fact tbat there is such an intense inter- 
est in Kennedy-related materials helped make 
this award as high as it is,” Tunheim said. “I 
consider the amount to be excessive, particu- 
larly since the family will retain the copyright 
to the film. But I am relieved that the case is 
finally resolved. The important point is that 
the original will remain in the hands of the 
American public forever 

The Zapruders called the decision “fair and 
reasonable.” The family also said it is seeking 
to transfer the copyright control over the film 
to a public institution. 

Zapruder’s family was represented in the 
case by Robert Bennett, a well-known Wash- 
ington lawyer who defended President Clinton 
in the Paula Jones sexual-harassment case! . 

The family, which allowed scholars to use 
the film for free, earned $878,997 in royalties 
from its reproduction between 1976 and 1997. 

The government chose Dellinger as an arbi- 
trator while the family selected Feinberg, the 
two of them then picked Adams, who chaired 
the panel. 

Dellinger, a former assistant attorney gen- 
eral and acting U.S. solicitor general, declined 
to comment on whether his former employ- 
ment in the Justice Department influenced his 
decision in the case. He noted in an interview 
that the value he placed on the film - $3 mil- 
lion to $5 million - is still three to five times 
more than the government’s price tag. 

The film - just a quarter-inch wide and 6 
feet in length - was damaged during the seven 
years it was owned by Time-Life. One or two 
frames were lost, and it was spliced together 
at two points. - T- T ! -'- 
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